Mariama Ba On the subject of Ba's biography, and in considering the belated entry of women in the literary tradition, it would be wrong to ignore the fact that Mariama Ba had nine children and a career as a teacher before turning to novel-writing. (273) But Miller is strangely silent on why "it would be wrong" to ignore this fact. He seems to be implying that motherhood and teaching careers have been incompatible with novel-writing, given time constraints.1 I would like to approach Ba's motherhood and teaching career from a slightly different perspective, one that considers the politics of the family in a changing Senegal and suggests that Ba's life experiences as mother and teacher enable her to comment with special insight on how the Senegalese might negotiate the vast social and cultural changes occurring in Senegal in the late 1970s.
In Une si longue lettre (So Long A Letter), the first feminist novel in Senegal (1979) , Mariama Ba's central character affirms that "La reussite d'une nation passe . irrernediablement par la famine" (130) `The success of a nation . .. depends inevitably on the family' (89), and she outlines some progressive measures that might be taken within the family to rebuild a society that has been "ebranlee dans ses assises les plus profondes, tiraillee entre l'attrait des vices importes, et la resistance farouche des vertus anciennes" (106) 'shaken to its very foundations, torn between the attraction of imported vices and the fierce resistance of old virtues' (73) . Ba has established a mother as her central character, and Ramatoulaye speaks at length about her experiences as a mother and her shifting relationships with her children in a changing Senegal. To understand the political import of Ba's focus on the mother, however, one must read this novel against the background of cultural, social, and political events in Senegal in the 1970s.
It is important to state at the outset that I will be reading Ba in the context of the kind of subversive "journalism-verite" called for by the The critique of the everyday must bring to light this weighty system that clutches at our heels and which we ended up by accepting as normal through sheer habit. The critique must identify this familiar system and make it recognizable. . . . (362) Hountondji has not been the only African to encourage African writers to focus attention on the real conditions of daily life. In the 1970s, the Nouvelles Editions Africaines created a series called "Les Vies Africaines" to publish works that would enable Africans to recognize their everyday lives. According to Alain Fresco, who has studied the works published in this series between 1974 and 1978, these texts (three autobiographies and two short novels) stand as sociological documents in that they reflect the lives and concerns of African people in post-independence Africa. Chief among the concerns is the conflict between tradition and modernity, and the pressures that rapid westernization has placed on traditional ways (Fresco 176 ).
Ba's novel, although not published in this series, documents the same kinds of concerns, and reading the novel in relation to the type of "journalism-verite" called for by Hountondji challenges more traditional readings of Ba that focus on the central character's personal development or her psychology. Une si longue lettre exemplifies this "return to the real," not only because 131 speaks about and exposes the all-too-common reality of abandonment in Senegal, but also because her story of an abandoned family is firmly rooted in the detail of everyday reality, such as the inadequacy of public transportation, or a motorcyclist accidently running into children playing because of the lack of playing fields.2 Through her characters, she criticizes the exorbitant costs of building too many embassies and inviting too many foreigners too often, when that money could be used more wisely for 2 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 17, Iss. 1 [1993] We have a right, just as you have, to education, which we ought to be able to pursue to the furthest limits of our intellectual capacities. We have a right to equal employment opportunities and to equal pay. The right to vote is an important weapon. And now the Family Code has been passed, restoring to the most humble of women the dignity that has so often been trampled upon.
But Daouda, the constraints remain; but Daouda, old beliefs are revived; but Daouda, egoism emerges, skepticism rears its head in the political field. (61) In Senegal, the Family Code gave women equal rights, protected them against arbitrary repudiation, and reinstated women's traditionally recognized rights as wives and mothers When one takes into account the resurgence oflslamic fundamentalism toward the end ofthe 1970s, when Ba was writing, the political nature of her text is even more apparent. Some critics have seen a connection between deteriorating economic conditions in Senegal toward the end of the 1970s, the social unrest that resulted, and this rise in fundamentalism . Several dry years in a row made it virtually impossible for farmers to grow crops, and runaway inflation restricted the buying power of the middle classes as rising prices outstripped salary increases. Young people grew uneasy about their future when they experienced the difficulty of findingwork in a private sector that had been laying off workers and an already overcrowded public sector. For this younger generation, whose "ideological umbilical cords with Marx or Coca-Cola" were broken, Islarnpromised a welcome refuge (Magassouba 128 
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Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 17, Iss. 1 [1993] Throughout the novel we are provided with glimpses of Binetou's mother wearing her new wealth ostentatiously, trying to impress.
Rama paints herself as the antithesis of Binetou's mother in her insistence on the importance of education for young girls. She is unusually supportive when one of her own daughters, Aissatou, becomes pregnant, relieved that the girl will be able to avoid expulsion from school by wearing loose clothing and giving birth during the holidays. She wonders about the unfair system that denies education to girls who become pregnant: "Quelle loi clemente viendra secourir les lyctSennes fautives, dont les grandes vacances ne camouflent pas l'etat?" (12425) 'When will there be a lenient law to help erring schoolgirls whose condition is not camouflaged by long holidays?' (85) . Unlike Binetou's mother, who seeks only to raise her own social standing through her daughter's marriage, Rama is much more concerned with her daughters' happiness and welfare.6 In contrast to Binetou's forced, unhappy marriage with her rich "sugar-daddy," Rama presents her oldest daughter Daba's relationship with her husband as a progressive example of equality.? The stark contrast between Binetou's mother and Rama is meant to illustrate a point: that in a postcolonial age where Western cars, clothes, and nightclubs lure adults and children to Western ways of thinking and materialism, the guidance and decisions made by mothers vis-à-vis their children are of prime importance. With Senegalese culture very much in a state of flux, the ideologies passed on to this generation of children by their mothers will serve as the foundations for the future direction of the country. As Rama tells her daughter Daba toward the end of the novel: "Ce sera votre choix qui dirigera ce pays et non le note" (106) 'It is your choice, and not ours, that will direct the country' (73 Yoke (1982) and Destination Biafra (1982) , and Ama Ata Aidoo's Our Sister Killjoy (1977) . Yet even in feminist novels, mothers are not absent. In some of these novels (One is Enough, Destination Biafra, Double Yoke), conflicts between the generations arise when the heroine's mother, embodying traditional African values, disapproves of her daughter's behavior. In these novels, the heroine is cast in the position of daughter, breaking from the patriarchal values that her mother reinforces. As Frank says, "Like their daughters' suitors and husbands, these mothers want to see their daughters securely married and perpetually pregnant" (16) (17) .
Quite There is one more mother represented in Ba's novel, a mother who is neither the stereotypical, traditional maternal figure nor the new, progressive mother. Mawdo's mother, Aunty Nabou. A Princess of the Sine who clings to her old privileges, customs, and traditions, Aunty Nabou is insulted when her son marries the daughter of a goldsmith, a woman from a low caste. Because of her caste prejudice and because the goldsmith's daughter has deprived her of her "seul homme" (42) 'one and only man' (26), she resolves to take her revenge by raising her brother's daughter and offering the girl to her son as a co-wife. As Rama writes to her friend, Aissatou (the goldsmith's daughter who divorces Mawdo when he takes a co-wife):
C'est "pour ne pas voir sa mere mourir de honte et de chagrin"
que Mawdo etait decide a se rendre au rendez-vous de la nuit nuptiale. Devant cette mere rigide, petrie de morale ancienne, bred& interieurement par les feroces lois antiques, que pouvait Mawdo Ba? II vieillissait, use par son pesant travail et puffs, voulait-il seulement lutter, ebaucher un geste de resistance? La petite Nabou etait si tentante. . . . [T] u ne comptas plus, pas plus que tes quatre fils: ceux-ci ne seront jamais les egaux des fits de la petite Nabou. (48) 8 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 17, Iss. 1 [1993] , Art. 3 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol17/iss1/3 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1309
It was "so as not to see his mother die of shame and chagrin" that Mawdo agreed to go to the rendez-vous of the wedding night. And then, did he really want to fight, to make this gesture of resistance? Young Nabou was so tempting. . . . [Y] ou no longer counted, any more than did your four sons: they could never be equal to young Nabou's sons. (30) Interwoven in Ba's portrait of a changing Senegal, then, is the story of the power of a woman who, motivated by strong caste prejudice, raises a child to be the wife of her son for the sole purpose of keeping the blood line pure. While Ba, through Rama, sees caste prejudice as one of the elements detrimental to Senegal as a nation, she does not, interestingly enough, paint Aunty Nabou as a completely negative figure. Rama acknowledges what she calls Aunty Nabou's "strength of character" and admires her for providing young Nabou with an oral education full of folk tales and stories: "Cette education orale, facilement assimilee, pleine de charme, a le pouvoir de declencher de bons reflexes dans une conscience adulte forgee a son contact" (71) 'This kind of oral education, easily assimilated, full of charm, has the power to bring out the best in the adult mind developed in contact with it' (47). She also admires the knowledge and experience of young Nabou, who has become a midwife by profession, and whose social conscience leads her to deplore the lack of hospital beds and the high rate of infant mortality in Senegal.
Although Rama's pretext for writing this "letter" to her friend Aissatou is the traditional period of seclusion after the death of her husband, and although several critics have discussed this novel from the perspective of Rama's personal "coming to writing," I feel that it is a mistake to read Une She ends "silence" and exclusion; she borrows certain forms and twists them to her own needs. But her "radicalism" ends there:
women's literature as she describes it will be a building-block of the family and the nation, beginning from a (re)construction of selfhood, an emergence from shadows. Women will write, but the values they espouse will pose no threat to the literary or economic system. Those who wish for something more radical will not find it among Senegalese women novelists, at least not yet. (289) The "(re)construction of selfhood" 
